steppes? These too had been ploughed, although, perhaps,
our generation does not remember when this had been.
"Virgin soil" is only a conventional term.

There is no contrast between virgin and ploughed soil;
but there is a contrast between soil that has structure and
soil that has lost it.

What., precisely., gives soil its structure? The millions
of "crumbs" in the soil., each of a size ranging from that of

Sot I structure
Left: structural soil. Right: structureless soil
a pea to that of a hazel nut. Tiny, moist islands, What can
drought do to them? It can only dry their minute upper
surfaces; and this helps them more securely to retain the
moisture concealed within them. There is no direct commu-
nication, no capillaries between the crumb islands. . . .
The moisture in each crumb is held as in a tiny vessel.
But supposing the crumbs are destroyed, reduced to
dust. Capillary passages now permeate the entire soil. The
moisture flows along them very slowly. The first drops of
rain, on penetrating the soil, enter the capillaries and block
the path of the other raindrops. Take a very fine, glass,
capillary tube; when a single drop of liquid enters it, it
remains stuck and will not allow another drop to enter.
If a wick becomes saturated, it ceases to absorb more mois-
ture. This is what happens in structureless soil.
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